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Coptic Heritage

Mixdwpos Npeasioguans

THE ORIGIN OF THE CorT1ic CALENDER

ince the dawn of history Egyptians have noticed

the rise of the Nile river once a year during the

summer. To them the river was and still is the
source of life and prosperity. Hence, they counted the
lapse of time as connected to the inundation.

They divided the year
into three seasons, four
months each. All months
were equal, composed of
thirty days. Each day was
divided - for the first time
in history - into twenty four
hours, twelve hours for the [#£5
day, and twelve hours; for [t
the night, regardless of
Thus,  hours
differed in length 8

seasons.

according to seasons.

The three seasons of
the year were named according to the natural cycle. The
first season was called inundation because the flood water
covered the whole land for four months, and it ended in
the beginning of October when the flood water receded
and the Nile returned to its normal bed. The following
season was called perit which means the going out into
the fields or the cultivation. The last season was called
shemu which means the harvest. These two words perit
and shemu soon came to signify winter and summer. The
three seasons system is still in use by the Coptic Church.

The three seasons of 120 days each made 360 days.
Five extra days were added at the end of the year to bring
the annual total to 365 days. It was therefore the
inundation of the river which not only controlled the
agricultural life of Egypt, but which also provided the
basis of the Egyptian Calendar.

However, since the inundation did not occur at an
absolute fixed date, the Egyptians tried to find some

Monastery of the Martyrs (Deir al-§

MR. NAGUIB I. YOUSSEF*

other regular phenomenon which could be easily
observed and which would mark the beginning of the
year.

As keen astronomers, they noticed that the brightest
star in the heavens called SIRIUS or dog-star, located in
the constellation CANIS
MAJOR, and named by
them SOPDET and by
Greeks SOTHIS remained
invisible for a considerable
period, but made a brief
appearance along a certain
latitude at dawn, in exactly
the same time every year.
4 The appearance of this star
was just before the
inundation season. Hence,

the star was a most
herald  to

announce the forthcoming
blessings of the river. A festival was celebrated in his

honour every year, and the scientists selected that fixed

2 e

h.uhacla) = Panupo]is {Akhmim) welcomed

event to mark a beginning of a calendar year. The Sopdet
year, or as commonly known nowadays the Sothic year,
corresponds almost exactly to the solar year, and the
discrepancy between the two is very insignificant. Hence
we may call it a solar year.

However, to the amazement of the scientists who
devised this civil year, they found out, after four
successive civil years, that SIRIUS appeared not on the
first day of their new calendar but on the second day; and
in the ninth year, the star appeared on the third day, and
s0 on. In other words, one day late every four years. They
realized soon that the calendar year they had formulated
came short by a quarter of a day. They could have solved
that easy problem by adding an extra day every four
years as their descendants did later on during the reign of
Potolomy III. But as traditional people, they preferred to

" Mr. Naguib Iskander Youssef (1908-2004). He immigrated to the States in 1974 and became a naturalized American Citizen in 1980.
He wrote 7 plays in Arabic poetry and one play in English poetry. He has a degree from Cairo University ahd he worked as
accountant. He used to live in Helwan before his immigration. He resided in Santa Monica, CA until his departure to the eternal life.
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